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Introduction 

It’s a simple question — how many veterans use services at the Veterans Health Administration 
(VHA)? It’s a question being asked a lot these days, and it is important, baseline information to 
know when changes are being contemplated 1 to the way in which VA delivers health care to 
veterans. 

In the course of an investigation into allegations 2 that veterans seeking health care services from 
the VHA experienced long delays in treatment, the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) Office of 
Inspector General (OIG) released an interim report 3 that substantiated the delays. Final 
determinations by the OIG of the full scope and impact of the problems, including whether delays 
in treatment resulted in harm to or the death of any veterans, will not be available until the OIG 
completes its investigation and issues a final report. 

The issue of wait times for VA health care is not new (see CRS Insight IN 10063, Wait Times for 
Veterans Health Not New). Approaches to providing timely access to care for veterans enrolled in 
VA health care have included the use of non-VA care reimbursed by the VA (see CRS Insight 
IN 10074, Getting Health Care Outside the VA). The need to rely on non-VA care in some cases 
has raised questions about the VA’s capacity to provide services to the veteran population now 
and in the future. Knowing how many veterans there are is essential to answering those questions. 



Number of Veterans and VA Health Care Users 

Veterans Total Population: Annual estimates of the total population of living veterans 4 are based 
in part on a U.S. Census Bureau definition of veterans as “men and women who have served 
(even for a short time), but are not currently serving, on active duty in the U.S. Army, Navy, Air 
Force, Marine Corps, or the Coast Guard, or who served in the U.S. Merchant Marine during 
World War II.” 5 

VAEnrollees: Eligibility for federal veterans’ benefits begins with a statutory definition of a 
veteran as a “person who served in the active military, naval, or air service, and who was 
discharged or released therefrom under conditions other than dishonorable.” 6 To receive VA 



1 United States Senate Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Press Release, “Chairman Sanders Lays Out Legislative Action 
Plan for Veterans,” June 1, 2014, http://www.veterans.senate.gov/newsroom/majority-news/chairman-sanders-lays-out- 
legislative-action-plan-for-veterans, website accessed June 2, 2014. Senator McCain has indicated he will present an 
alternative. See Michael C. Bender, “Reid-Backed Veterans Care Plan Draws Republican Alternate,” Bloomberg, June 
3, 2014, http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2014-06-02/reid-backed-veterans-care-plan-draws-republican-alternate.html, 
website accessed June 3, 2014. 

2 CNN, “Shinseki resigns, but will that improve things at VA hospitals?,” May 31, 2014, http://www.cnn.com/2014/05/ 
30/politics/va-hospitals-shinseki/index.html?hpt=hp_inthenews, website accessed June 2, 2014. 

3 Veterans Health Administration, “Interim Report: Review of Patient Wait Times, Scheduling Practices, and Alleged 
Patient Deaths at the Phoenix Health Care System,” May 28, 2014, http://www.va.gov/oig/pubs/VAOIG-14-02603- 
178.pdf, website accessed June 2, 2014. 

4 United States Department of Veterans Affairs, National Centers for Veterans Analysis and Statistics, “Veteran 
Population,” website accessed June 2, 2014, http://www.va.gov/vetdata/Veteran_Population.asp. 

5 United States Census Bureau, "Definitions and Concepts: Who are veterans?,” http://www.census.gov/hhes/veterans/ 
about/defmitions.html, website accessed June 2, 2014. 

6 38 U.S.C. Section 101(2), http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req= 
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